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SOME LETTEES OF JOHN PEESTON. 

John Pheston^ to Feancis Preston, Student at William and 

Mary College May 18, 1786. 
Dr Brother 

I am almost persuaded you have lost the art of writing, or the 
use of your hand for not a word on paper from you have I seen 
since before Christmas, what can be the cause of your not writing ? 



iJohn Preston was the eldest son of Col. William Preston, the 
well-known revolutionary patriot. The eldest child of Col. William 
Preston was Elizabeth who married William S. Madison. John Pres- 
ton served in the House of Delegates from Montgomery In 1783, 1791, 
and 1803, and was a state senator from 1792 through the session of 
1799. He was treasurer of Virginia from 1808 through 1819. Francis 
Preston his brother, to whom these letters are addressed, studied law 
at William and Mary College, and In 1788 began his political career 
as a member of the House of Delegates, and served again in 1789. 
In 1792 he was elected to Congress and served two terms. He was 
in the House of Delegates again in the session of 1812, and 1813, and 
in the state senate from 1816 through the session of 1819. He died in 
1835. He married Sarah Campbell, the daughter of Col. William 
Campbell, the hero of Kings Mountain. One son, William Campbell 
Preston became a distinguished U. S. Senator, another John Smith 
Preston was a prominent Southern statesman and general in the Con- 
federate army, and a third son Tliomas Lewis, served on the staff 
of Gen. Joseph E. Johnston, and was at one time Rector of the 
University of Virginia. The daughters were Eliza the wife of Gen. 
B. C. Carrington, Susan the wife of Gov. James McDowell, Sally the 
wife of Gov. John B. Floyd, Sophonisba the wife of Robert J. Breckin- 
ridge, and Margaret the first wife of Gen. Wade Hampton. A brother 
of John and Francis, James Patton, became governor of Virginia In 
1816, and served for three years. 

The letters now printed are from the collection of Preston papers 
recently presented to the Library of William and Mary College by 
Hon. R. M. Hughes, of Norfolk, Va. 

2The Academy referred to is probably the Botetourt Seminary, 
which was incorporated in 1785 by the General Assembly, with David 
Robinson, William Fleming, George Sklllern, Patrick Lockhart, 
Thomas Madison, Thomas Rowland, Thomas Lewis, David May, John 
Wood, Robert Harvey, William Neely, James Barnet, Henry Bowyer, 
Samuel Mitchell, George Hancock, and Archibald Stuart, members of 
the corporatioB. 12 Hening, 201. 
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can it be from the reason I have supposed above? can it be for 
want of respect to me? or are your other correspondants more 
worthy your notice than I am & therefore can't spare the time you 
must necessarily lost in writing a few words to me? You may 
perhaps for reason give this as an excuse that I do not write you 
but it will never do, for you well know that I labour under fifty 
disadvantages on this score where you do one, want of opportunity 
& then so many chances to get a letter lost when ever written pre- 
vents me besides Sir I claim it as a debt due to me from you to 
receive at least two for one therefore for the future be more puntual 
in payment or else totally deny the charge and then I shall not be 
suspended thus 

Your last letter I attended to & with all the asiduity in my 
power Im not able to send you one farthing more than the small 
petence of £18 — the great difficulty of procuring cash in this 
country renders it almost impossible for the most monied man 
(except those who have hoard up) to command £25 or 30 upon 
any notice whatever therefore you maybe assured your distress 
has been equally felt by me & would have been releiv'd had it 
been in my power; Uncle Frank wrote a few lines to our Mother 
informing you would be at the Eichd races this month & expected 
you might get some cash from Uncle Tom or tobacco from Ander- 
son & convert it into Money should these two resources have failed 
you I fear your case may be still bad, but hope neither have, as 
Anderson's tob° I understood was deposited with a Mr. Gait mer- 
chant in Eichd 

Should you have reed it keep the note till it takes a rise as 
the very low price it now gives must greatly injure us in the sale 
a few hh'ds to releive your present wants & pay Jamy Brown 12 
or loi you ought to dispose of if Tomy Smith has fail : I promise 
my self the pleasure of your company from Eichmond up some 
time in the latter end of June or July, when I expect to be at 
Riehd. & the sickly season advancing about that time will com- 
pell you to retire, this I would earnestly recommend to you let 
your other prospects be almost what they will & even should you 
be obliged to spend another winter at Wmsburg before you can 
procure lisence to practice the law, A tolerable good opening offers 
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at present in a few County Courts on the Western Waters for 
practice & some thing clever might with industry be made. I need 
not exhort you to application at this time of your live as I may 
readily conclude your future prospects are a sufficient stimulus to 
excite you to your study with all the attention you are capable of 
A small scotch of news political & of merchandize, trade prices 
of country produce, tobacco, hemp etc will be no inacceptable pres- 
ent to a person who lives as remote as I do — some chances of trivial 
consequence have taken place in this country which though you 
might wish to hear yet are not scarcely fit to be committed to paper : 
The death of our worthy good friend Col. Christian at Kentucky 
suppose has reached you, the best of Family's I beleave at least 
the best Woman in the world will feel this loss most sensibly, ho'i\ 
she will bear with it I am at a lost to know but hope her chris- 
tian fortitude of which she has a due share will bear her through. 
God send it may, but I rely feel for her the family & the com- 
munity in general at Kentucky who will experience the loss of 
so active a man as he was. His daughter Miss Pricy now Mrs. 
Bullet & her husband may perhaps in Mrs. Christians distress, 
deviate her pain a little, as Mr. Bullet may act the part Col. 
Christian did, if he is good he now has an opportunity of showing 
it, if a bad one a full oppertunity to exercise himself, but I sin- 
cerely wish the latter may not be the case. 

Some time past I was apply'd to for some papers you reed 
& gave recpt for in Bot: Town in June 1785 to Andn. Hays who 
is since dead, suppose you can remember it therefore please inform 
me where they are or if you have them get the necessary business 
done toward them. Peter Wiley's recp from the regester is one 
& I believe the principal one: Perhaps if I could see you my- 
self I might or could say something more than I have inserted 
here & perhaps in as confus'd a manner as I have not done it. I 
have some Idea of what I have written on the other sides, but as 
the writtings is bad the spelling worse & letter long I shall excuse 
myself from reading it & if you can, leave that to you. I hope you 
will make proper allowances for a farmer which profession I now 
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ussuine, having •Imost laid aside the thoughts of Lawyer Doctor 
or Divine: 

I am Dr. Brother your, 
most affectionately 
J Preston 
Smithfield 
May 18'b 1786 
Mr. Fran. Preston — 

Johh Preston to Francis Preston, Student at William 
& Mary, JSTovember 2, 1786. 

Dr Brother, 

Before this time you have received my last to you it informs 
you of every thing I could wish you to do for me which if in your 
power I hope you've done, only I believe I forgot to tell that 
Spencer Norvell obtained a Judt. against the Exor which amounts 
to £55 some shillings. Major Lockhart has reed it & in dis- 
charge I've drawn an order on Mr. Barrett for the sum to he taken 
out of Anderson tobacco, this I did persuming that it or part of 
it ought to be spply'd towards paiment of sohk; debts. There- 
fore please to put as much as will be necessary to pay this order 
of that tobacco into his hands, if it has not allready been deposited 
there. Pray try severly to get the carpenter mentioned by Capt. 
T. Smith & material for finishing our house. He'll get two or 
three as good jobbs as it, in this country — the ^Acadamy at Bot. 
Town will be one- But this is now a matter of public no- 
tice, & has already raised much uproar board in Town is £32-10, 
wasliing & bed excluded, besides an equal part of expense in fur- 
nisliing the Acadamy with fuel, which will make it amount skool- 
ing board etc about the sum of £35, pr annum & the latin & Greek 
languages only taught, how much dearer is it in Williamsburg 
where every thing is taught ? This has made me think very seri- 
ously on what to do with Billy & Jammy, I am not yet able to de- 
termine & could wish you to advise. The differances about the 
academy has made me as a person who delights in peace & is 
pleased to see the public good promoted, to make the trustees & 
subscribers the following offer, that I will give them a fee simple 
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title to 30 Acres of Greenfield next adjoining the Glebe near the 
Graveyard where the old Schoolhouse formerly stood, with the 
privilige of cutting timber off of the whole tract to build the 
Accademy of & the sum of 100 £ current money, provided they 
will remove it to that place from Town, this quantity of land 
with 20 acres more taken from the Glebe which may be done 
by act of Assembly will afford fire wood for the Acadamy for 
near fifty years, with care, & then boarding & every thing found 
may be had nearly as good as that in town for £15, this will save 
every individual who goes the sum of £15 yearly which is by no 
means inconsiderable to a poor man. Indeed from the great ex- 
pense of procuring an education at the Acadamy on its present 
plan will I fear deterr many poor & some men of moderate living 
from attempting any thing at all and this wholesome & well in- 
tended institution must die, & must it be sacrificed to the Interest 
and avarice of a few, who watch for & catch at every opportunity 
to accumalate wealth at the expense of the public good, & welfare 
& the injury of many Individuals. Botetourt Town has no neigh- 
bourhood for the Students to apply to & this is well known. In 
the town or no where they must board. Our old preceptor 'Aron 
Palfreeman has writen many pieces of poetry & wishes now to 
commence author publicly, he intends thro you to present to 
J' Madison for his opinion & if he approves of it he shan't feai 
the public inspection. You'll be so good when I hand it to you 
first to look over it & then get the opinion of some of the best 
Critic's thereon. 

I could write you some more but am at Mr. Smiths who is out 
of his element or rather in them & is uttering the most blas- 



»Aron Piilfreeinan (probably Palfreyman) Is said to have been 
a redemptioner and to have been purchased by Colonel William Pres- 
ton at Williamsburg, for the purpose of providing an instructor to 
his children. Palfreeman was the correspondent and friend of Miss 
Elizabeth Carter, the well known poet and famous as the friend of 
Dr. Johnson, and as a woman of great learning. Palfreeman's his- 
tory is interesr.ing, but there are some discrepancies in the different 
accounts of him. 
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phemeous oaths he can think of which interupts me so tiiat I cam 
just say we are all well & 

am your AfEectionate 
Brother 

J Preston 
Nov. 2^ 1786 

John Preston to Francis Preston December 26, 1786. 

Dr Brother 

Your last with Miss Bell's Warrant I receiv'd but fear I caniiot 
locate the Land to advantage near their former survey's but will 
do what I can for their benefitt. In several of your letters to me 
you make mention of the Carpenter who is to finish our House 
but never inform'd where he lives, what's his name, or to whom 
I might apply for information respecting him, this leaves me much 
in dark & am at a lost what is best to be done, but suppose by 
applying to Uncle Prank every of these difficulties will be removed. 
My Waggon will go a few days after Newyear under Philip Bar- 
riers direction to bring him & his tools up but the want of nails 
etc I doubt will prevent him from pushing the work forward with 
that speed he would wish I pray what time may we expect them 
from Europe? the purchase of these articles any where in this 
Country would utterly ruin us; but should the carpenter come & 
we are not on that score provided for him I'll make every exertion 
in my power to keep him from being idle untill a return can be 
had — I wish to know in what manner Anderson's tobacco (the 
wliole of it) is laid out & if there is any yet on hand. Mr. Felix 
Gilbert has left this State & impowered a man to collect his debts 
who presses very hard for what we owe & I fear will sue unless he 
can be paid at least in part & We have no other prospect of raising 
money for him only from that Source — Spencer ISTorvells debt 
I hope is paid by Barrett agreable to my order & out of that fund 
proposed by me; — I will thank you to write me by Johnny Smith 
when he goes down which will be about the SOtli Jany or sooner 
a letter put in the Post-Office will be taken out by him, Inform 
where you left his certificates with mine — 

Your long absence from this Country makes many people anx- 
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ioTis for your return, some expecting to profitt from your knowl- 
edge, & others wishing to see you on the score of friendship I 
wish if you find yourself fully capable of practising the Law you'll 
provide Licence about the last of March, & prepare yourself to 
leave Wmsburg to stand pole for this County; it will be indis- 
pensably necessary if you wish to be elected to be present; should 
you incline to come up about that time only gignify it to me an 
day between this and then, & you shall have horses sent for you: 
I think you stand far for the election should you be present, every 
person with whom I have conversed seems willing to assist all 
they can no objection can be rais'd only your not being present 
they think will hurt you : I have almost promised positively you 
will be there, but shall untill I licard from you not say absolutely 
wether it will be the case or not let me certainly know by the first 
safe conveyance, I shall have it in my power to talk with the most 
of the Voters for this County my business leading me througout the 
whole country this winter being a Commr for the Land tax, which 
office I procured with no other design than to make Interest for 
you & I shall delay going upon the execution of it untill I heard 
from you that I may know what to promise on your behalf to 
the people : no person offers as a candidate besides yourself yet : 
wlio may. Lord knows, but I know that there is not one man in the 
County whose interest is fix or whose influence is so great as even 
to procure him his election. A report prevails in these parts that 
"Jeamy Breckenridge foiight a deul in Eichmond with a certain 
Younghusband, but we have never certainly heard what the afront 
was on either sides, tho the story is told very favourable for Jamy 
I am glad to hear he escaped & pleased to think you should be 
the mediator in bringing peace about. Jamy is a wrong person 



<James Breckenridge was born In Botetourt County, Va., March 
7, 1763. His mother was Letltia, daughter of John Preston the emi- 
grant, who married Robert Breckinridge. He attended William and 
Mary College in 1785. He served in the general assembly of Virginia 
from Botetourt in the sessions of 1789, 1790, 1796, 1797, 1798. 1799, 
1800, 1801, 1806, 1807, 1819, 1820, 1823. He was a brother of John, 
who removed to Kentucky and became U. S. Senator and later attor- 
ney general of the U. S. 
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to triflle wi-th on tlie subject of batteliing 1 hope he has come 
off with honour & convinced his adversary together with the rest 
of our lowland Gents, that politeness blended with true courage 
can be found in a back woodsman, this will teach such Gentleman 
to be a little more reserve in casting their particarly or even gen- 
eral refPections on a man or sett of men who in my opinion na- 
ture has been far more bountifull to than themselves, if art is 
not so much practised & now they find themselves attacked in any 
Character they choose & worsted at either — I hope our Cousin 
will not on this Victory prid himself but endeavour to kerb that 
temper which nature has bestowed on him rather lavishly, tho 
at the same time endowed him with a more than sufficient stock of 
prudence (which if he will only n)ake a right use of) to prevent 
any dangerous effusions of it: advice him — he is not backward 
to receive intruction & pray of him not to fall into such a contest 
again; lie may lose a life which may be servisable to his Country 
& a comfort to . . . relations, by a hand which nothing by in- 
famy dire . . . His late resolution is highly to be commended 
& he will in a short time see the advantage of it : My love to him— - 
I'll write him by Johny Smith & congratulate him upon his happy 
escape — Your friends are all well & desire to be remembered; 
Billy & Jamy are yet at home owing to the Acadamy not being 
fixed at T3otctourt upon any terms that it could exist: I'll send 
them this Winter to Mr. Scotts in Augusta — 

I am with affection your 

Brother 

J Preston 
Smith field Dec 36"' 1786— 

Joiix Prkston to Fraxcis Prkpton Mat 14, 1799. 

Smithfield May 14«' 1799. 
Dr Brotlier 

Tommy Preston wrote you a few days ago respecting his 
situation at home and prospect of procuring the means of support- 
ing himself at some place of Litrature to compleat his education. 
I Join with iiim in lamenting that so much of his time at this 
period of his life (the most proper for acquiring knowledge) 
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should be wasted at home in no pursuit either profitable or in- 
teresting and that nothing but a few dollars are wanting to make 
him acceptable in any Siminary in the United States. However 
triffling this may seem, & the apparent difficulty easy to be sur- 
mounted, it is not within my power. The general reluctance to 
pay, scarcity of money in this quarter which cannot be procured 
for any article either I am or the Estate is in possession of and 
my having being so long from home last winter upon unprofit- 
able & expensive business, have thrown the barrier so effectually 
in my way that I cannot within any time, which would be agree- 
able to Tommy, remove it; — In the course of this Summer with 
industry which I unremitting use, will probably inable me to sup- 
port him genteely at some place, where that will be, has not been 
determined on, as it was wished to consult with you previously. 
If therefore you could spare him on loan as much money as would 
last him during a Session, I could furnish him with every other 
thing, such as cloaths, & horses to convey him to the place that 
may be concluded on. I have written thus Icngthely to obviate 
the idea that Tommy's letter might have impressed on you, that 
I was unwilling to aid him, as he says that I inform'd him that 
nothing can be expected from me. The fact is that I never was 
so anxious to aid one of my brothers before in his situation as I 
am him, and of some of my former anxieties on this head you may 
judge. I am happy also in observing (and this makes my wish 
to assist him the more ardent) that his progress while at New 
London has been considerable, and his desire to procure informa- 
tion appears to increase daily, which is an assurance that money 
will not be illy expended on him on the contrary should he per- 
severe, well bestowed. Should an oppertunity offer I would be 
glad you woidd write me on this subject, & at the same time your 
opinion respecting the most proper place to send him to for a time. 
I will just here observe that as he has, without any advice or 
perswasion chosen the Law as his profession, (of which I ap- 
prove) that William & Mary will be the most proper place for 
him to finish his study. 

The law at the last Session of Assembly limited the time of 
returning platts to the Land Office to the first of September next; 
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1 laboured to procure a longer time, but in vain, the patience of 
the Assembly appeared to be exhausted, as it had indulged the 
people more than fifteen years on that head. Yet I knew many 
people in the western parts had either through ignorance or de- 
sign relying on the further indulgence of the Assembly, neglected 
to return their plots, & that it would be exceedingly inconvenient 
for them at that season of the year to go to Richmond to do it. 
To save many this trouble & expence I prevailed on Mr. Price to 
spend a month or so either here or at the Sweet Springs the latter 
of which he has chosen, & to give notice that he would receive from 
the People their plots as he would in his office. 1 wish you would 
make it as public as possible in Washington, Bussell & Lee. Have 
a few of his advertisements copied & dispersed. I will write also 
to the Surveyors of these & other counties that they may publish 
it. As Mr. Smith the Surveyor of Eussell will be perhaps more 
inattentive than any other person to give information respecting 
the Register's being at the Springs, I wish you would write to 
Major McFarland & Capt. Browning, or Dickeson to make it 
public & enclose each an advertisement: — 

With love to your wife & Family I am affectionately 
Yours J Preston 



